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MAJOR 18^"-CENTURY FRENCH PAINTING BY RESTOUT 
LAUNCHES SERIES OF FOCUS EXHIBITIONS 

CLEVELAND — The human body is one of the most appealing — and challenging — 
subjects for an artist to portray with oil paint on canvas. An exhibition opening this 
month at the Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) highlights one of the most superb 
examples of figural painting to survive from the foremost center of artistic study in 17*^- 
and 18‘Ccentury Europe, the Royal Academy of Painting and Sculpture in Paris. The 
exhibition, the first in a series of single-gallery “focus” exhibitions, is Jean-Bernard 
Restout’s Sleep-Figure Study and the French Royal Academy. It will be on view from 
March 14 through May 23, 1999. Admission to CMA and to this exhibition is free. 

The Painting in Focus Series 

This show marks the launch of a new exhibition strategy given high priority by CMA 
director Robert P. Bergman — that of bringing a key CMA work from its usual place in a 
gallery or storage and exhibiting it with a highly select group of loans. Says Dr. Bergman, 
“This format communicates to the public in a unique way essential aspects of a curator’s 
work. The Restout painting is a perfect start. It’s a deceptively complicated painting, and 
there are fascinating, closely related works that illuminate it. As a bonus, this painting has 
been reattributed (assigned to the hand of a different artist) in recent decades — a process 
involving skilled study, timing, and sometimes luck. The Restout show, though a sort of 
deliberate ‘anti-blockbuster’ in its intimate scale and scholarly outlook, has attracted 
loans of works of art from some of our most illustrious peer institutions in the U.S. and 
Europe, and I’m grateful to them for their generosity. It bespeaks their own interest in the 
art historical insights that will arise from seeing these great pieces side by side.” 

In-depth articles in CMA’s scholarly annual will serve as the permanent record of 
this and later shows. The next “Painting in Focus” is Nicolas Poussin’s Holy Family on 
the Steps (Nov. 14, 1999-Jan. 23, 2000). 
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The Restout Exhibition 

Only about a dozen paintings are now known by Jean-Bemard Restout (1732-1796). 
Sleep-Figure Study is a rare 18’**-century French depiction of the winged mythological 
god Somnus (god of sleep) or his son, Morpheus. In this painting from about 1771, the 
male nude is stretched out on his back over a boulder (on his feathery wings), as though 
he were slumbering soundly. 

Sleep was created in the context of the French Royal Academy and its training 
methods. The Academy was a government-sponsored school that admitted only the most 
promising students, who were then surrounded by plaster casts of ancient sculptures, 
elaborate narrative history paintings, prints, and reference books on art and literature. As 
they advanced, students learned to draw “from life,” that is, from a living, posed model. 

Though the main purpose of life drawing was the idealized depiction of the male 
form, artists often added elements to suggest a narrative from the ancient world. In 
creating this painting, the artist of Sleep incorporated details from the Latin poet Ovid’s 
characterization of Morpheus as a winged being who lived in a cave before which sleep- 
inducing poppies grew. 

Art historians have often compared CMA’s painting with one depicting a 
shepherd boy by Restout’s contemporary, Nicolas-Guy Brenet. Called Sleeping 
Endymion, this painting from 1756, now belonging to the Worcester Art Museum in 
Massachusetts, will be shown with the Restout for the first time in this exhibition. 

Also on view will be a marble sculpture of The Fall of Icarus from the Musee du 
Louvre, Paris, portraying the over-zealous youth of Greek mythology who flew too close 
to the sun with his homemade wax-and-feather wings. In this mid-18^'’-century sculpture 
by Paul-Ambroise Slodtz, the drowned Icarus is washing ashore, coming to rest in an 
attenuated pose on his battered wings. The Louvre, in its days as an aging palace (before 
it became a museum), served as lodging and studio space for professors at the French 
Royal Academy. As a student. Restout would have seen this 23-inch-high Icarus 
frequently. He no doubt worked on Sleep from a live model, similarly posed. 

Some academicians made the Academy’s surroundings the subjects of their 
works. Two closely related examples by Charles- Joseph Natoire (1700-1777) will be 
shown together for the first time in this exhibition: the watercolor Ut Pictura Poesis (“as 



is painting, so is poetry”) acquired by CMA just last year; and the well-known drawing A 
Life Class from the Courtauld Institute of Art, London. 

The Academy was closed in the wake of the French Revolution that began in 
1789. It later reopened and now exists as the Ecole Nationale Superieure des Beaux-Arts, 
Paris, which has lent a drawing by Restout to this show. 

Additional lenders of the 21 works on view are The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
New York; the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; Mrs. Noah L. Butkin, Cleveland; the 
Cleveland Public Library; and the New York Public Library. 

Says assistant curator of drawings Carter Foster, who has organized this first 
“focus” show: “I knew of both the CMA painting and the Worcester Museum’s painting 
back when I served as a print specialist at the New York Public Library. My attention 
was drawn to them because of the Library’s wonderful, little-known collection of prints 
related to the French Academy. I began back then to imagine placing Cleveland’s 
painting at the center of a show in which people could see some of the finest examples of 
academic figure painting and drawing and witness for themselves how this fundamental 
aspect of Western art history evolved. Of course, the results produced by the Academy’s 
best students are also incredibly beautiful.” 

A Fragonard or a Restout? 

The show sets forth the detective process sometimes required of art historians to 
determine who created a painting and what his “sources” or inspiration may have been. 

The painting entered the CMA collection in 1963 as the work of one of France’s 
most famous masters, Jean-Honore Fragonard, and was titled Morpheus or Allegory of 
Sleep. Beginning in 1975, French scholar Pierre Rosenberg proposed that the painting 
was by Jean-Bernard Restout, and he identified it with the work Le Sommeil-figure 
d' etude (“sleep-figure study”) of identical dimensions listed in the catalogue of the 1771 
Salon, the annual Paris exhibition of works from the Academy. Mr. Foster’s research led 
him to other, documented works by Restout, whose stylistic similarity seemed to confirm 
Rosenberg’ s_attribution. He has also met with Nicole Willk-Brocard, an art historian who 
recently discovered the inventory of Restout’s possessions made at his death — an 



inventory that included a painting Mr. Foster believes may indeed have been the CMA 
painting. 

Accompanying the exhibition is a major article in the 1998 issue of the scholarly 
annual Cleveland Studies in the History of Art. In it, Mr. Foster writes about the previous 
attributions of the work, its subject, sources, and relationship with the French Royal 
Academy. This is the first in-depth study of the painting in the context of the Academy. 

Related Exhibition and Free Events 

For adjacent galleries, Mr. Foster has also organized the exhibition Drawn to the Body: 
The Human Figure and the Graphic Arts, 1500-1900. This show gathers prints and 
drawings from the Renaissance to the late 19* centuTy from the CMA collection to 
provide further context for the Restout painting. 

A listing of related lectures and gallery talks follows. For more information about 
the museum, visit CMA on the Web at www.clemusart.com . 

LECTURE 

The Measure of All Things: Academy and Academie 

Abigail Solomon-Godeau, Department of Art History and Architecture, University of 
California, Santa Barbara. 2 p.m., Sunday, May 16 

GALLERY TALKS BY CMA EDUCATION STAFF 

Restout's "Sleep" and the French Royal Academy, Pat Ashton. 

1:30 p.m., Wednesday, March 24, and Sunday, March 28 
10:30 a.m., Saturday, March 27 

Drawn to the Body: The Human Figure and the Graphic Arts, Nancy Prudic. 

1:30 p.m., Wednesday, May 19, and Sunday, May 23 



